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Abstract 

In 1853 the Kaweah River delta (western Tulare County) was one of California’s richest natural habitats, 
the so-called Giant Oak Forest its leading feature. By 1920 this unique formation was completely cleared, 
drained, and leveled for intensive agricultural use. We present a reconstruction of the 1853 vegetation 
pattern based on U.S. General Land Office survey notes. 
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Historically, the delta of the Kaweah River com¬ 
prised one of California’s most productive riparian 
areas, including the San Joaquin Valley’s most ex¬ 
tensive stands of Quercus lobata, Nee (Fagaceae). 
With associated belts of grassland and tule marsh, 
the oak woodland of this inland delta had supported 
what Cook (1955) identified as the heaviest con¬ 
centration of aboriginal population in California, 
“or possibly even north of the Valley of Mexico.” 
Agricultural settlement after 1853 brought gradual 
clearing of wooded areas for cultivation, along with 
heavy livestock grazing and diversion of water for 
drainage and irrigation. The general thinning and 
deterioration of the oak woodland was noted as ear¬ 
ly as 1878 (Anonymous 1878); by 1903 only frag¬ 
ments of it survived (Anonymous 1903). By 1921 
some 90 percent of the Kaweah’s surface flow was 
diverted and groundwater was subjected to heavy 
pumping (California Department of Public Works 
1922). A soil survey team working here in 1935 
attributed the death of the remaining old-growth 
oaks to abrupt dewatering of the soil profile (Storie 
et al. 1940). 

The aboriginal landscape of the Kaweah delta 
was obliterated before it was ever mapped; subse¬ 
quent cartographic depictions were based on little 
more than guesswork (Preston 1982). In 1853-1854 
the area was still public domain and largely free of 
agricultural disturbance (Blake 1858; Leonard 
1928). Surveyors employed by the U.S. General 
Land Office were establishing the crosshatch of 
townships and sections that would be the basis of 
future property description (Gibbes 1854). Their in¬ 
structions required them to note the vegetation 
along each linear mile (1.6 km) of the survey grid. 
These firsthand observations along a permanent ca¬ 
dastral framework constitute a recognized baseline 
for the evaluation of postsettlement vegetation 
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Fig. 1. Quercus lobata (valley oak) woodland and as¬ 
sociated vegetation types of the aboriginal Kaweah delta, 
in relation to the U.S. public land survey township grid 
(U.S. General Land Office 1853-1854), to the modern cit¬ 
ies of Visalia, Tulare, and Exeter, and to the route of mod¬ 
ern California State Highway 99. The North (Main) 
Branch of the Tule River joins the delta system from the 
southeast. 
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change (Whitney and DeCant 2001). We followed 
the surveyors’ traverse along 1700 km (1056 mi) 
encompassing 14 contiguous townships, approxi¬ 
mately 130,000 ha (504 sq mi). We transcribed the 
surveyors’ observations from their field notes to 
15-minute USGS topographic quadrangles, then 
consolidated the information on a single sheet (Fig. 
1 ). 

The oak stands were irregularly distributed 
around and between the delta’s wide-spreading 
sloughs, in the overall form of a vast scalene tri¬ 
angle. The impressions of early visitors were lim¬ 
ited by line of travel and line of sight, which gave 
rise to widely varying estimates of the original ex¬ 
tent of the woodland. The very liberal estimate of 
100,000 ha (400 sq mi) was published by Jepson 
(1910) and became embedded in the literature (e.g., 
Griffin 2000). In fact, Hilgard’s (1884) estimate of 
20,000 ha (75-80 sq mi) was most accurate. One 
early characterization of this landscape as a com¬ 
plex of ‘‘wooded islands” was rather apt (Cronise 
1868). However, we have not found any clear-cut 
physiographic explanation for the spatial pattern of 
the oak ‘‘islands.” They do not correspond to any 
soil series delineated in the recent soil survey of 
the area (Wasner and Arroues 2000), nor do topo¬ 
graphic maps indicate a consistent association with 
any facet of local relief. The natural hydrologic pat¬ 
tern, both winter-spring flooding and summer-fall 
subirrigation, has been altered so profoundly for so 
long (Grunsky 1898) that no comparative assess¬ 
ment can be made. 

Literature Cited 

Anonymous. 1878. Plant timber trees. Visalia, CA, Week¬ 
ly Delta, 9 August. 

-. 1903. A timely suggestion. Visalia, CA, Tulare 

County Times, 31 December. 

Blake, W. P. 1858. Report of a geological reconnaissance 
in California. Bailliere, New York, NY. 

California Department of Public Works. 1922. Water 
resources of Tulare County and their utilization. Di¬ 
vision of Irrigation and Engineering Bulletin 3. State 
Printing Office, Sacramento, CA. 


Cook, S. F. 1955. The aboriginal population of the San 
Joaquin Valley, California. University of California 
Anthropological Records 16:31-74. 

Cronise, T. F. 1868. The natural wealth of California. 
Bancroft, San Francisco, CA. 

Gibbes, C. D. 1854. Some description of the great Tulare 
Lake and Lake Slough. Stockton, CA, San Joaquin 
Republican, 14 June, 21 July, and 7 August. 

Griffin, J. R. 1990. Oak woodland. Pp. 383-415 in M. 
G. Barbour and J. Major (eds.), Terrestrial vegetation 
of California, 3rd ed. California Native Plant Society, 
Sacramento, CA. 

Grunsky, C. E. 1898. Irrigation near Fresno, California, 
U.S. Geological Survey Water Supply and Irrigation 
Paper 18. Government Printing Office, Washington, 
DC. 

Hilgard, E. W. 1884. Report on the physical and agri¬ 
cultural features of the state of California. Separately 
paginated section in Report on cotton production in 
the United States, pt. 2, 10th U.S. Census, 1880, Vol. 
6. Government Printing Office, Washington, DC. 

Jepson, W. L. 1910. The silva of California, University of 
California Memoir 2. University of California, Berke¬ 
ley, CA. 

Leonard, C. B. 1928. The federal Indian policy in the 
San Joaquin Valley, its application and results. Ph.D. 
dissertation. University of California, Berkeley, CA. 

Preston, W. L. 1981. Vanishing landscapes: land and life 
in the Tulare Basin. University of California Press, 
Berkeley, CA. 

Storie, R. E., B. C. Owen, E. J. Carpenter, M. H. Lay- 
ton, and W. J. Leighty. 1940. Soil survey of the 
Visalia area, California. Government Printing Office, 
Washington, DC. 

U.S. General Land Office. 1853-54. Survey field notes, 
townships T 18-21 S, R 23-26 E, Mt. Diablo base 
line. California State Office, Bureau of Land Man¬ 
agement, U.S. Department of Interior, Sacramento, 
CA. 

Wasner, A. R. and K. D. Arroues. 2000. Soil survey of 
Tulare County, California, western part. Available at: 
http://www.ca.nrcs.usda.gov/mira02/wtulare. Califor¬ 
nia State Office, Natural Resources Conservation Ser¬ 
vice, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Davis, CA. 

Whitney, G. G. and J. P. Decant. 2001. Government land 
office surveys and other early land surveys. Pp. 147- 
72 in D. Egan and E. A. Howell (eds.), The historical 
ecology handbook: a restorationist’s guide to refer¬ 
ence ecosystems. Island Press, Washington, DC. 



